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Tensions, transitions and triumphs: 
examining the transitional experience of 
fashion students between school and 
university.
Suzi Vaughan and Wendy Armstrong       
This is a co‐authored paper with Professor Suzi Vaughan being 
the lead writer.
f l b h d d hUn ortunate y Suzi cannot  e wit  us to ay an  s e is now out 
of the picture ‐ I shall be presenting on my own.
Ph t f S i i ho o o   uz  van s es.
Suzi has been responsible for the theory and research sections                   
of this paper whilst I am the practitioner – it is suffice to say 
that I am “Lab Rat” whose work is the basis for most of the 
research.
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• The findings
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• References
Transition and First Year Experience
• “The beginning of the course is a time when students are 
vulnerable to thoughts of leaving....In the early stages students 
have not yet made the investment (in their study) that 
provides resources for dealing with later difficulties.” 
(Glogowska, M., P. Young, & L. Lockyer, 2007)
• “Transition is a time of identity re‐shaping and coming to 
terms with whether expectations about university life have 
been met, or need to be revised, or, in fact, if the mismatch 
between expectations and reality is too great to warrant 
persistence.” Krause, K., & H. Coates, 2008)
• “The first assignment is often the key transition for a student.” 
(Glogowska, M., P. Young, & L. Lockyer, 2007)
Self theories and approaches to learning
• “For many teachers and parents alike, failure and error are 
now conflated as negatives in the growth and development 
f h i h Th bl i h hi i h ho  t e r young c arges.  e pro em w t  t s  s t at, w en 
opportunities for error‐making are eliminated in the service 
of building self‐esteem, we run the serious risk of protecting 
young people from learning itself ” (McWilliam E 2009)        .   ,  ., 
• Performance oriented v learning oriented – “A performance 
goal is about measuring ability. It focuses students on 
measuring themselves from their performance, and so when 
they do poorly they may condemn their intelligence and fall 
i h l l A l i l i b into a  e p ess response.    earn ng goa   s a out master ng 
new things. The attention here is on finding strategies for 
learning. When things don’t go well, this has nothing to do 
ith th t d t’ i t ll t It i l th t th i htw   e s u en s  n e ec .   s mp y means  a   e r g  
strategies have not yet been found. Keep looking.” (Dweck, 
C.S., 2000)
Self theories and approaches to learning (cont.)
“Unless they are challenged and challenging themselves to learn, 
it is unlikely that students are extending the frontiers of their 
knowledge or forming meaningful stimulating and enduring,      ,       
commitments to their study.” (Krause, K. & H. Coates, 2008)
“Much past research has shown that attributing failure to lack of                     
ability is a defining feature of a helpless response (which includes 
lowered expectations, negative affect, lowered persistence, and 
decreased performance) and that attributing failure to one’s effort                 
or strategy is a defining feature of a mastery‐oriented response 
(which includes high expectations, positive affect, persistence, and 
stable or improved performance). Thus feedback that focuses..on 
negative self‐evaluations or negative trait evaluations should 
foster more helpless reactions to setbacks, whereas process‐
focused feedback should promote more mastery‐oriented 
responses.” (Kamins, M.L. & Dweck, C.S., 1999)
Communities of Practice and legitimate peripheral participation
• Tacit knowledge is experience‐based and can only be revealed 
through the sharing of experience – socialisation processes 
involving observation imitation and practice (Nonaka I 1991)  ,        ,  ., 
• “Participation, as a way of learning, enables the student to both 
absorb, and be absorbed in the culture of practice” (Elwood, J. 
& Klenowski, V., 2002)
• “Didactic instruction creates unintended practices. The conflict 
stems from the fact that there is a difference between talking 
about a practice from outside and talking within it.…In a 
community of practice, there are no special forms of discourse 
aimed at apprentices or crucial to their centripetal movement 
toward full participation that correspond to the marked genres 
of the question‐answer‐evaluation format of classroom 
teaching, or the lecturing of college professor.” (Lave, J. & 
Wenger E., 1991)
The learning environment in art and design
• Learning in a studio setting is quite different from school and from more 
‘traditional’ university lecture environments. While one (school) provides 
a substantial degree of structure and a fairly stable, small cohort, the 
other (university) is often experienced by students as a ‘spectator sport’ 
(Tinto, V. 1997, 2003) where they become part of a larger, less stable 
‘cohort’; where lecturers talk and few students are active participants. 
Studio, on the other hand, is more like a second family, “with the best 
and worst aspects of family life manifested on a day‐to‐day basis” 
(Anthony, 1991).
• “Creativity thrives in an atmosphere that is supportive dynamic and              ,  ,   
receptive to fresh ideas and activities. The learning environment has to 
encourage interactions between learners in which: action and reflection 
are carefully counter‐balanced; open‐ended periods of play and ‘blue‐sky’ 
thinking alternate ith goal oriented problem sol ing stim lating inp ts   w   ‐   ‐ v ;  u   u  
and staff interventions are interwoven with periods in which learners 
develop ideas and constructs at their own pace; critical thinking and 
robust debate co‐exist with a supportive ‘space’ in which risk‐taking, 
i i ti l ti d d ti f il t d itimag na ve exp ora on an  pro uc ve  a ure are accep e  as pos ve 
processes of learning and, the development of meanings and 
interpretations is inseparable from material processes and production.” 
(Danvers, J. 2003)
Learning and teaching in art and design
• Studio assessment practices are also quite distinctive. Unlike 
the largely private solitary tasks that are undertaken in many    ,               
disciplines ‐ where students prepare and submit work (such as 
essays or exams) without any input from tutor or peers, then 
receive feedback a number of days or weeks later, again in a                       
private form ‐ design students engage in tasks that are public, 
both in the preparation, which generally takes place in a 
shared studio space, and in the assessment tasks themselves, 
which almost always involve the public presentation of work, 
accompanied by instant oral feedback from lecturers and peers 
in the form of a ‘crit’. 
• Insert studio photo
Assessment for learning
• “Assessment is at the heart of the student experience.” 
(Brown, S. & Knight, P., 1994)
• “Assessment defines what students regard as important, 
how they spend their time and how they come to see 
themselves as students and then as graduates....If you want 
to change student learning then change the methods of 
assessment.” (Brown, G. et al, 1997)
• Passive receipt of feedback has little effect on future 
performance (Fritz et al, 2000)
• Dialogue and participatory relationships are key elements of 
engaging students with assessment feedback (Price et al               
2008)
Tensions – from fashion hobbyist to fashion 
professional
• The decision to study fashion at university seems for 
many students to be less of a choice than a              ,     
compulsion. Evidence shows that students are usually 
drawn to study fashion because they have a ‘passion for 
fashion’ often grown out of a much loved hobby that ‐                ‐  
sees design less as a form of income generation and 
more as a fulfilling pastime. This can result in an 
approach to fashion which is initially focused less on                 
realizing a sustainable career than on fulfilling a need to 
create and to make. Whilst this passion is admirable 
and often produces highly motivated students, it does               
not, in itself, prepare them for the nature of university 
study where creative practice is just one part of the 
whole experience.
Fashion learning
Dichotomies
TENSIONS
RATIONAL IRRATIONAL
RISK TAKINGSAFETY
AMBIGUITY/
LACK OF CLEAR 
GOALS
RULES/
FOLLOWING A 
SYSTEM
DEEP 
LEARNING IN   
FASHION 
The ‘sox’/baby grow project – the first project
“The first assignment is often the key transition for a student.” (Glogowska, M., P. Young, & L. Lockyer, 2007)
The first assignment given to our students during
the first week of university; in many ways
exposes their doubts and heightens their anxiety.
I liken the experience to a group of teenage girls
in a changing room being asked to wear a bikini
for the first time in front of their class mates.
Some will be confident, some will be fearful of
being looked at and compared, some will hide
behind a towel, some will overcompensate for
their feelings and boldly charge forward, only to
find they haven’t tied up the top of the bikini!
The Project
Students are given four pairs of baby grows ( or in the previous years 8 pairs 
of sports socks)
They are asked to transform these functional items into an innovative yet 
wearable garment which will be publicly displayed the following week                  . 
The ‘sox’/baby grow project 
My challenge is to provide students with a toolbox of skills that will assist them to
navigate between the oppositional tensions of expressive, concept based creativity
and analytical, ‘rational’ technical knowledge. From day one they need to learn to
become ‘concept‐based innovators’ to take creative risks in order to become
innovative fashion practitioner.
I have established an assessment for the first week of the semester to be
completed and presented the second week. Although there is no summative
assessment it runs as it if were a formal project with students required to adhere to
academic standards and complete work within specified timelines.
The student are given a brief, etc.
Getty images
The ‘sox’/baby grow project (what it is....brief bullet point description + film?) 
Wendy
• My challenge is to provide students with a toolbox of skills that will assist them to
navigate between the oppositional tensions of expressive concept based creativity,
and analytical, ‘rational’ technical knowledge. From day one they need to learn to
become ‘concept‐based innovators’ to take creative risks in order to become
innovative fashion practitioner.
• I have established a assessment for the first week of the semester to be completed
d d h d k l h h h i i ian presente t e secon wee . A t oug t ere s no summat ve assessment t
runs as it if were a formal project with students required to adhere to academic
standards and complete work within specified timelines.
• My initial reasons for introducing this project were:
• Commencing fashion students are ‘hand‐picked’ through a
portfolio and interview process (we take approximately 25
out of approximately 180 applicants) therefore they arrive
feeling they are special and this brings with it a certain
degree of ego.
• Once in the studio setting they realise they were now
amongst 25 equally talented peers and this naturally puts
i hcerta n pressure on t em.
• Before I commenced this project I found that in the first
t t d tsemes er some s u en s were:
– dumbing‐down their creativity in line with their limited
technical skills
– not prepared to be creative risk takers for fear of ridicule or
failure
and that there was a high degree of ‘similarity’ within the students
work.
The project:
Insert dvd here
Babygrow Project Analysis:   
Measure 1: Excited
40% of students stated that they were excited when they were given the project with                          ,   
68% feeling excited at the end. Just 16% felt less excited after the project.
Measure 2: Anxious   
28% of students felt very anxious when they were given the project, but only 4% felt 
very anxious at the end of the project. 
52% felt less anxious after the project, whilst 20% felt more anxious.
Measure 3: Confident
36% of students felt very confident when given the project, whilst 28% felt low levels of 
confidence. Of the students that felt confident, 95% of them maintained or increased 
their confidence levels. Of those that expressed feeling a lack of confidence, 70% felt 
more confident at the end of the project. 36% of the total group felt more confident at 
the end of the project and just 8% (2 students) felt less so.
Measure 4: Confused
16% of students expressed feelings of confusion upon receipt of the project but 
56% of the total felt less confused at the end of the project, with just 4% (1 
student) feeling more confused at the end.
Measure 5: Enthusiastic
84% of students expressed high levels of enthusiasm at the beginning of the 
project. 20% of the group felt more enthusiastic at the end of the project, but 
20% felt less so.
I i i l E i f D i S din t a   xper ence o   es gn  tu o
Measure 1: Felt respected
92% f t d t d d iti l iti l d th b l 8% o  s u en s respon e  pos ve y or very pos ve y, an   e  a ance   
responded ‘somewhat’ (3 on the 1 to 5 scale).
Measure 2: Felt encouraged     
88% responded positively or very positively, with 8% feeling somewhat encouraged 
and just 1 student feeling negatively (4%).
Measure 3: Felt intimidated
32% of students felt very intimidated by the experience, whilst 48% did not.
Measure 4: Felt like an individual
76% strongly agreed that they felt like an individual. 0% responded ‘not at all’.
M 5 F lt feasure  :  e  sa e
72% responded positively or very positively, with just 4% (1 student) responding 
negatively.
Measure 6: I learnt a lot
72% responded positively or very positively, and the balance of students 
responded ‘somewhat’. O% responded negatively.       
Measure 7: I found it useful
92% strongly agreed, 0% negative response.
Measure 8: The experience was confidence building
84% strongly agreed. 0% responded negatively.
Reflections on the project and the findings (in context of the research & 
h )t eory
Where to from here for us          ...... 
Questions and reflective prompt to the audience to close.....
h h d d b d ’ h l ?• W at  ave you  iscovere  a out your stu ents  approac es to  earning
• Do you struggle with the same tensions between for example creative 
thinking and technical skill?
• What techniques do you employ to engage students in a community of 
practice within your classes/studios?
• .......
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